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Overview 
There are five widespread species to be found, and two extremely local species (one a hybrid). 


Leaves - They all form patches of largish leaves which come out after the flowers, except Winter 
Heliotrope where the leaves appear before the flowers, and the very local Purple Coltsfoot with 
small leaves. 


Stems - They all have non-green leafy elements on the stem (bracts) whose size and distribution 
will help with identification. 


Flowers - For the Butterburs (Petasites), male and female flowers are on separate plants 
(dioecious), in many cases only male plants are present, spreading vegetatively and by human soil 
transportation - females are present only for Common and White Butterbur. Male flowers will have 
a coarse lumpy look to them, female flowers a finer look. For the Coltsfoots, male and female 
flowers are combined in the same flower head. 


Species Colour Sections 
Jump to flower colour :- Purply e Whitish e Yellow 


Purply Flowers 


Common Butterbur (Petasites hybridus ssp hybridus) - Almost universal across Britain except 
Scottish highlands. 


e FLOWERS Purply, dense, coming before leaves (Winter Heliotrope: flowers lax, after the leaves). LEAVES large and untidy (distinctive). 
e Mostly male plants, but female plants can be found mostly in central England. 
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Winter Heliotrope (Petasites fragrans = pyrenaicus) -Common in lowlands all across Britain. 
oe FLOWERS Purple, lax, after the leaves, only male (Common Butterbur: flowers dense, before the leaves). LEAVES neat, medium (to 20 cm), 


Small regularteethi 
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Hybrid Giant Butterbur x Winter Heliotrope (female Petasites japonicus x male P. fragrans); 


Borde Hill, East Sussex. 


e This rare hybrid from Sussex can be found pictured and detailed on the sussexflora.org website. 
e Ref "A new natural hybrid in the genus Petasites: P. japonicus x P. pyrenaicus (Asteraceae)" (New Journal of Botany) vol.6, 2016. 
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Photo : Dawn Nelson 


Photos from iNaturalist Observations : 1 horticultix 2-5 fleursdeschamps 


Whitish Flowers 


White Butterbur (Petasites albus) - Scottish lowlands and scattered across lowlands elsewhere. 

e FLOWERS white, bracts narrow. LEAVES neatly angular with sharp teeth, leaf stalks somewhat U-shaped with inner veins c. 9 in simple U 
arrangement, any floral remains many-headed (Coltsfoot: leaves smaller, leaf stalks round with many scattered internal veins, any floral remains 
single-headed pappusy). 
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Giant Butterbur (Petasites japonicus ssp giganteus) - Dotted widely across Britain. 
e@ FLOWERS white domes encircled under by large pale green bracts. LEAVES giant (to 1m) neat and round, after the flowers, leaf stalk inner veins 
>30 (Winter Heliotrope: medium (to 20 cm), neat and round but before the flowers, leaf stalk inner veins 10-15). 


sharp teeth, ¢ 


Leaf pics (4 & 5) by steffen_ebert @ iNaturalist 


Yellow Flowers 


Coltsfoot (Tussilago farfara) - Universally across Britain. 


FLOWERS yellow, with coloured leafy bracts all up stem (which other yellow daisy flowers lack). LEAVES neatly angular with sharp teeth, medium 
(sizeable), with leaf stalks round with many scattered internal veins, any floral remains single-headed & pappusy (White Butterbur: leaves much 
larger, leaf stalks somewhat U-shaped with inner veins c. 9 in simple U arrangement, any floral remains many-headed). 
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Leaf Key (Visual) 


Src observation, and leaf stalk info drawn from Poland's vegetative key 


Neat and rounded without angles 


Winter Heliotrope 
P. fragrans/pyrenaica 


Giant Butterbur 
P. japonicus ssp giganteus 


Hybrid Butterbur in Sussex 
P. fragrans x japonicus 


Purple/Alpine Colt's-foot 
Homogyne alpina 


Medium (to 20 cm), before flowers 
Leaf stalk round, inner veins 10-15 


Giant (to 1m), after flowers 
Leaf stalk U-shaped, inner veins 
>30 


Similar to 1st 


Small, crenate edges 


Neat with angular edges 


White Butterbur 
Petasites albus 


Coltsfoot 
Tussilago farfara 


Largish (to 40cm) 

Floral remains many-headed 
Leaf stalk (snapped) somewhat U- 
shaped with internal veins c. 9 in 
simple U arrangement 

Leaf teeth between angles many, 
sizeable (longer and thinner than 
Colsfoot). 


Medium (to 20cm) 

Floral remains 1-headed, pappusy 
Leaf stalked (snapped) round with 
internal veins many & scattered 


Leaf teeth between angles 
hardened, fewish, small & blunt, 
sometimes almost none (broader 


White Butterbur Teeth 


Coltsfoot Teeth 


and shorter than White Butterbur). 
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sinus 


Common Butterbur 
P. hybridus 


Large (to 1m) 
Untidy with overlapping sinus 


Subtaxa - Distinguishing Different Forms 


Src: Flora Europaea (Homogyne), "A Taxonomic Survey of the Genera Petasites and Endocellion" 
1972, Jan Toman (Petasites). 


Purple Coltsfoot (Homogyne alpina) 


Europe has three Homogyne - 
H. discolor - white leaf undersides (next two are greeny). 
H. alpina (Britain) - single-headed (and crenate leaves). 
H. sylvestris - multi-headed with lobed leaves having mucronate teeth. 


Giant Butterbur (Petasites japonicus) 


ssp giganteus (Britain) - bracts broad and congregated; leaves giant (to 1 m). 
ssp japonicus - bracts not congregated; leaves daintier (to 50 cm). Photos iNaturalist. 


Common Butterbur (Petasites hybridus) 


CTR = connectival tips and ribs 
ssp hybridus (Britain) - purply flowers, involucre & CTR, involucre glandless. 
ssp ochroleucus - yellowy ditto (or flowers slightly pinkish), involucre glandless. 
ssp georgicus - yellowy flowers, involucre slightly glandy & greenish, CTR pinkish. 


Maps (Britain & Ireland) 


Src BSBI Maps - see links above each for interactive maps (the map can be used to show presence but not absence). 
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Maps (World) 


Note that a species in other parts of the world may be represented by forms not in Britain. 
Src: Plants of the World (Kew) - click the linked name to view details and maps. 
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Petasites fragrans 
Winter Heliotrope 


Petasites japonicus 
(ssp japonicus, same) 
Giant Butterbur 


Descriptions from Old Books & Photos 


NOTE that being old descriptions there may be details that have been revised; however they 
provide a wealth of observations that might not otherwise be encountered. 


Common Butterbur (Petasites hybridus) 
1919 BWFE (v 4, p102-4 


Butterbur (Petasites officinalis, Moench) 


Unlike its near neighbour Coltsfoot, Butterbur is not found in early deposits. It is found in the North Temperate Zone 
to-day in Europe, North Africa, N. and W. Asia. It is found in every part also of Great Britain except the Isle of Wight, 
Glamorgan, West Sutherland, as far north as the Shetlands: but it is local, and ascends to 1000 ft. in Northumberland; 
and in Ireland, it is also native. 


Butterbur is a paludal species, which grows in very similar places to Coltsfoot. It, however, frequents the near 
neighbourhood of water more consistently than the latter, and is found on the borders of rivers, streams, and lakes, 
forming dense brakes with its huge rhubarb-like leaves. 


Like Coltsfoot the Butterbur is soboliferous, with creeping underground stems. The stems are woolly scapes. The leaves 
- perfectly adapted to a habitat where moisture is abundant, water copiously supplied, and the shade considerable - 
are flat, large, kidney-shaped or heart-shaped, toothed along the margin, smooth, reddish, covered with a felt at the 
base, downy beneath, and very large. The leaf-stalks are long, round, finely-furrowed, sheathed below, channeled, 
and purple. They are usually softly and loosely hairy. 


The plant is dioecious, with male florets and female on different plants, the male florets being rarest, and in a dense 
egg-shaped panicle, the female ones loose and longer, the styles of the first being egg-shaped and stout, the female 
with the mouth obliquely blunt above. The flowerheads are carried on erect, stout scapes, white and woolly, with 
lance-shaped scales, purple and ribbed. 


The plant is often several feet high, the flowering being about 1 ft. The flowers bloom in March and April. The plant is 
a herbaceous perennial propagated by division. 


In Petasites albus the plant is dioecious, and the male flowerheads are more conspicuous. In the female capitula there 
are two kinds of florets. Only some in the centre produce honey, and the stamens (usually absent) and pistil (with 
stigma with short hairs) are functionless, and around these are tubular female florets without honey or stamens. The 
male flowerheads are loose and of one sort of floret only, and possess honey and a pistil with no stigma, but a style 
whose branches sweep the pollen out from the cylinder by means of the hairs, but they possess no papillae. The male 
capitula, with florets which are tubular below and bell-shaped above, also possess some functionless florets occupying 
the same place as the pistillate florets in the female flowerheads, which they resemble in not possessing a nectary or 
stamens, and in having a style and a narrow tubular corolla. There are also abortive female florets which, in reduced 
number and functionless condition, correspond in primitive hermaphroditic flowerheads or gynomonoecious [female 
and hermaphrodite but not male] florets to the functional female florets. The pappus of the female florets is 
abundant, and adapts the achenes for wind dispersal. 


Butterbur is a clay-loving plant addicted to clay soil in moist hollows or sandy loam. 
It is covered with the same pretty fungus as Coltsfoot, Colco-sporium sonchi. 
The moths, Botys alpinalis, the Butterbur, Hydroecia petasitis, Halonota turbidana, live on it. 


Petasites, Dioscorides, is from the Greek petasos, a large, broad-brimmed hat, alluding to the foliage, and the second 
Latin name refers to its medicinal use. 


It is called Butter Dock, Bog Rhubarb, Bog's Horns, Burn-Blades, Butter-bur, Cap Dockin, Cleats, Kettle Dock, Water 
Docken, Dunnies, Eldin, Eldin-docken, Ell-docken, Flapper Dock, Flea-dock, Gallon, Gaun, Lagwort, Pestilence Wort, 
Poison Rhubarb, Son-before-the-Father, Umbrella Leaves. It was called Pestilence Wort from a supposed remedy it 
formed for pestilential fevers. The name Son-before-the-Father is given because the flowers appear before the leaves. 
The name Bog Rhubarb is applied because the leaves are like rhubarb. It is called Bog's Horns because children use the 
hollow stalks as horns or trumpets. The name Butter-bur is given because people in the country wrapped butter in the 
large leaves. Eldin is a name given because it was used as elden or fuel. 


Essential - Specific Characters: - 


164. Petasites officinalis, Moench. - Soboliferous, leaves large, on long furrowed stalks appearing after flowerheads, 
downy, orbicular, reniform, flowerheads, lilac, in spike, plants dioecious. 


White Butterbur (Petasites albus) 
1919 BWF (v 4, p102-4 


[Under the Common Butterbur description above -] 


In Petasites albus the plant is dioecious, and the male flowerheads are more conspicuous. In the female capitula there 
are two kinds of florets. Only some in the centre produce honey, and the stamens (usually absent) and pistil (with 
stigma with short hairs) are functionless, and around these are tubular female florets without honey or stamens. The 
male flowerheads are loose and of one sort of floret only, and possess honey and a pistil with no stigma, but a style 
whose branches sweep the pollen out from the cylinder by means of the hairs, but they possess no papillae. The male 
capitula, with florets which are tubular below and bell-shaped above, also possess some functionless florets occupying 
the same place as the pistillate florets in the female flowerheads, which they resemble in not possessing a nectary or 
stamens, and in having a style and a narrow tubular corolla. There are also abortive female florets which, in reduced 
number and functionless condition, correspond in primitive hermaphroditic flowerheads or gynomonoecious [female 
and hermaphrodite but not male] florets to the functional female florets. The pappus of the female florets is 
abundant, and adapts the achenes for wind dispersal. 


Coltsfoot (Tussilago Farfara) 
1919 BWF (v 4, p99-102) 


Coltsfoot (Tussilago Farfara, L.) 


This is an ancient plant, having been met with at Edinburgh in beds of Neolithic age. It is found in the North Temperate 
and Arctic Zones in Arctic Europe, N. Africa, N. and W. Asia, as far east as the Himalayas. In America it is an 
introduction. It is found in every part of Great Britain also, as far north as the Shetland Islands, and it ascends to 2700 
ft. in the Highlands. It is native in Ireland and the Channel Islands. 


Coltsfoot is a pelophilous [mud-dwelling] plant which grows on clay soils in damp situations, on banks in clay pits, on 
railway banks, by the sides of streams, and other places where there is a steady flow of water in the spring. 


The plant is prostrate in habit. The plant is soboliferous, [i.e.] with many long underground shoots, ending in suckers. 
It has burrowing stolons, by which it spreads extensively. The only aerial stem is the 1-flowered scape. The leaves are 
broad, round to heart-shaped, angular, or lobed, downy or woolly-felted below, toothed. The stomata on the under 
surface are no doubt protected by the woolly felt. The upper surface is glossy or cobwebby, with the veins prominently 
hollow, and below they stand out under the felt. The leaves do not appear until after the scapes. 


The scapes are downy, one or more, the flowerheads bright yellow, and erect in bloom and in fruit, drooping in bud 
and after flowering. The scapes are covered by numerous oblong, closely pressed, smooth scales or bracts. The 
involucral bracts are in one row, with few outer shorter ones. The ray florets are in many rows, narrow, ligulate, the 
disk florets being bell-shaped, with 5 teeth. The stigma is club-shaped, the arms united below, papillose, with 2 small 
cones. The anthers have no tails. In the ray florets, the fruit is nearly cylindrical, that of the disk florets imperfect, 
with pappus in one row. The pappus is snowy-white, soft, forming a globular clock when fully expanded, and readily 
dispersed when ripe. The hairs are slender, rough. 


Coltsfoot is scarcely more than 6 in. in height in flower. The flowers bloom in March and April. The Coltsfoot is a 
herbaceous perennial plant, propagated by division. 


The solitary yellow flowerheads or capitula are very conspicuous in the spring, being 20-25 mm. across when 
outspread, and have a distinct and strong smell, which with the honey they contain renders them especially attractive 
to early flying insects at a time when few flowers, save the Sallow, are in bloom. The plant is monoecious. In the ray 
the florets are female (hence the fully-developed achenes at a later stage only in the ray). The disk florets are male. 
Both disk and ray florets are golden-yellow, and there is little to distinguish them at first sight, but those in the ray are 
ligulate, those in the disk bell-shaped. In the ray florets, which are numerous, over 300, there is a pollen brush which 
is not of any use in female florets, and it may be that there were originally male florets also, but this provision is not 
usual in female florets in this order. The disk florets are much fewer, about 40 in number, and alone contain the honey. 
The flowerheads close at night, and when there is rain, as a protection for the honey and pollen. When the ray florets 
have been visited and pollinated they do not wither as is usual at once, but remain fresh till the anthers have opened 
some days after. Insect visitors are numerous. The disk florets retain a rudimentary pistil. In the ordinary course, the 
flowers are cross-pollinated, the proterogynous [female-prior] flowerheads ensuring this. 


Self-pollination without insects is impossible. The flowers are visited by the Honey Bee, Andrena, Halictus, Diptera 
(Bombylius major, Eristalis tenax), Coleoptera (Meligethes). 


The plant is provided with white silky pappus to aid the fruit in dispersal by the wind. 
Coltsfoot is a clay-loving plant, being confined to a clay soil. 


The leaves on the upper side are covered with a large "cluster-cup" fungus, Coleosporium sonchi, which is a beautiful 
object under the lens. The stomata lie below, covered with felted down, which is greyish-white. 


A Hymenopterous insect, Mellinus sabulosus, Lepidoptera Glaucous Shears (Hadena glauca), Halonota brunichiana), 
Scopula lutealis, Pterophorus trigonodactylus, are to be met with on this food plant. 


Tussilago, Pliny, is from tussis, a cough, with reference to its use in curing coughs. Farfara, Pliny, is a Latin name for 
the plant. 


The name Colt's-foot is given because of the shape of the leaf. It is called Ass's-foot, Bull-foot, Clatter-clogs, Clayt, 
Clayweed, Cleats, Clot, Colt-herb, Colt's-foot, Coughwort, Cout-fit, Cow-heave, Dishalaga, Dove-dock, Dummy Weed, 
Foalfoot, Foilefoot, Tushylucky Gowan, Hog-weed, Hoofs, Horse-hoof, Horse-hove, Son-before-the-Father, Sow Foot, 
Tushalan. The name Son-before-the-Father is the name given because the flowers appear before the leaves. Wine 
made from it is called Clayt wine, and beer made from it Cleats, and these with the name Clayweed, refer to its clay 
habitat. Colt's-foot, Cow-heave (a cow hoof), Hoofs, Horse-hove, refer to the same resemblance between the leaf 
outline and an ungulate hoof. 


On Easter Day in Bavaria, the peasants made garlands of it and threw them into the fire. It has been considered a 
demulcent and pectoral, the leaves being mucilaginous. The plant has long been used for coughs. In Chaucer's day it 
was used in all stomachic complaints, for broken bones, and the drye cohw (cough). The leaves are held to be 
expectorant. The leaves have been used since the days of Dioscorides to smoke through a reed to remove the mucus in 
the chest for catarrh, asthma, phthisis, but it is little used to-day. The cotton of the leaves wrapped in rag dipped in 
saltpetre has been employed as tinder. For coughs also a tea or syrup was made. The root dried and burnt has been 
used to keep away gnats. 


When the florets have done blooming, and the achenes with pappus enclosed in the involucre are moist, the heads 
hang down, as at night, but in the day and when it is dry they become light, and the scape is again erect and the 
pappus expanded as in the Dandelion. 


Essential Specific Characters: -- 


163. Tussilago Farfara, L. - Soboliferous, leaves large, cordate, angular, with dark teeth, cottony beneath, leaves 
appearing after the flowerheads, which are on scapes with scales, disk florets tubular, ray florets ligulate, drooping 
before and after flowering. 


Anne Pratt 1905 (v 2, p173 


Coltsfoot (Tussilago farfara). 


Stalk single-flowered, with scales crowded upon it; leaves angular, heart-shaped, toothed, white and cottony beneath; 
perennial. This flower, which is one of the earliest blossoms of spring, is somewhat like the dandelion in form and 
colour, but much smaller, and standing up alone on the soil, without the leaf to serve as contrast to its bright gold. 
Bishop Mant has well described it :- 


"O'er scaly stem, with cottony down 
O'erlaid, its lemon-colour'd crown 

Which droop'd unclosed, but now erect, 
The Coltsfoot bright develops, deck'd, 
Ere yet the impurpled stalk displays 

Its dark-green leaves, with countless rays 
Round countless tubes alike in dye 
Expanded : but, howe’er the eye 

Its tint may prize, no fragrant smells 

It nourishes in nectar'd cells.” 


The flowers of the Coltsfoot expand on moist, clayey, and limestone soils, too abundantly, in March and April, and 
during the latter month the large angular-edged leaves of pale green, with white under surfaces, are just unfolding to 
view, and lie in masses in the later seasons by field or on road-side. The Coltsfoot is the first plant which vegetates on 
marl or limestone rubble; and the banks by many of our railway cuttings are often covered with the flowers long 
before other plants have found time to flourish there. The clayey soil of the pestilential Maremmas of Tuscany, where 
scarcely any other herb is to be seen, is sometimes decked for a vast extent with this. It is a most noxious weed on 
some of our native soils, for every part of the rootstock will produce a plant. Even if a small piece remain buried three 
or four feet deep, it will soon vegetate, send up a stem to the surface, and spread with singular rapidity. It ought 
never, on valuable land, to be allowed to produce flowers or expand leaves; and the best mode of extirpating it is to 
cut off the crown of the plant in March. 


The flowering stem of the Coltsfoot is about five or six inches high, rising directly from the root, and the scale-like 
bracts with which it is clothed are often of a purplish hue, as are the drooping unexpanded flower-buds. The plant has 
its name from tussis, a cough; and we trace this origin in several of its continental names. Thus, the Italians call it 
Tossalaggine; the French, Tussilage; the Spaniards, the Tusilago. The Germans term it Huflattich, and the Dutch, 


Hoefblad [huf/hoef=hoof]. The plant has, for many centuries, been used medicinally in pulmonary disease; it is bitter 
and demulcent, and a decoction is still often used to sooth irritation in the air passages; while until within the last few 
years, Coltsfoot lozenges were commonly sold for coughs. The plant has also, even from the days of Dioscorides, been 
smoked through a reed, to relieve pain; and the leaves are said to form the basis of the British herb-tobacco. The 
cottony down has been sometimes used for filling cushions and pillows, and, saturated with saltpetre, formerly served 
as tinder. The Coltsfoot, though still retaining a place in the Materia Medica, is now little used. 


Unrelated plants of similar form 
None at present if the bracts up the stems are noted! 


Taxonomic Names 


Src: BSBI Maps/List - Online interactive maps of all species & taxa at database. bsbi.org/maps 


Homogyne 
Homogyne alpina 


Petasites 

Petasites albus 

Petasites fragrans 

Petasites hybridus 

Petasites hybridus subsp. hybridus 
Petasites japonicus 

Petasites japonicus subsp. giganteus 
Petasites palmatus 


Tussilago 
Tussilago farfara 


Cass. 
(L.) Cass. 


Mill. 
(L.) Gaertn. 
(Vill.) C.Presl 


(L.) PR Gaertn., B.Mey. & Scherb. 


(Siebold & Zucc.) Maxim. 
Kitam. 
(Aiton) A.Gray 


L. 
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Purple Coltsfoot 


Butterburs 

White Butterbur 

Winter Heliotrope 
(Common) Butterbur 
(Common) Butterbur 
Giant Butterbur 

Giant Butterbur 
Palmate-leaved Butterbur 


Coltsfoots 
Coltsfoot 
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